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ABSTRACT
Schools today see a high number of students who are at-risk and have special needs, and
the number is at a steady increase. This creates a unique challenge for regular education teachers,
special education teachers, support staff, administrators, and policymakers. A significant amount
of time, energy, and resources are spent on managing behavior concerns that arise from students'
lack of social training. Lack of social skills interferes with students' abilities to benefit maximally
from their education. From this researcher's experience, these skills are not usually modeled in
the students’ homes. There is a great need to develop productive programs which increase
positive social interactions to help reduce some of the negative issues that youth, whether they
have special needs or not, are automatically predisposed to in everyday life due to a lack of
social skills and knowledge. Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) in the classroom allows youth
to learn and fine-tune their social skills in a real-life setting. Thus, this thesis focuses on SEL
programs and their effectiveness.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Definitions and Focus of Thesis
The term self-regulation directly refers to an individual having the ability to control their
impulse to stop or start doing something (Bodrova & Leong, 2015). Self-regulation can also be
applied to emotions. Self-regulation monitors one’s thoughts and behaviors so that inappropriate
behaviors can be recognized and minimized (Glasney, 2010). Self-regulation of emotion, or
emotional regulation, is defined by Gross (2002) as, “the process by which we influence which
emotions we have, when we have them, and how we experience and express them.” In addition
to the social-emotional aspect of self-regulation, it can also apply to cognitive behaviors, such as
recall or on-task. “Research indicates that these two facets of self-regulation are related: children
who cannot control their emotions at age four are unlikely to be able to follow the teacher’s
directions at age six, and will not become reflective learners in middle and high school”
(Bodrova & Leong, 2015). Social and emotional learning (SEL) is educational programming
that can help the student learn to recognize emotions, set goals, perspectively think, maintain
positive relationships, make decisions and learn conflict resolution (McCormick, 2019).
There are many studies that highlight the effectiveness and success of implementing SEL
in the classroom and this writer is able to see firsthand the positive impact SEL can have on a
school. My background and current role are in Special education. As a professional, this writer
has experience as a Federal Setting II resource teacher, Federal Setting III (EBD) classroom
teacher, Dean of Students, TOSA working specifically with students receiving special education
services in the high school setting, site coordinator of Second Step and the Zones of Regulation.
This writer is extremely passionate about the importance and positive impact of SEL in school
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and can see what the stability and training of SEL can do for at-risk students and those receiving
special education services.
Teaching SEL in a classroom setting allows students to properly socialize and learn life
skills in a safe environment while addressing issues they face every day. SEL not only provides
ample opportunities for teachers and students to model positive behavior and social interactions,
but it also provides a community within the school that nurtures and supports the lessons and
skills acquired. Tools for success can be shared and reinforced throughout the building while
creating a common language between staff, students, and their parents/guardians.
It is this writer’s belief that teaching SEL in the classroom will increase social skills, selfesteem, and academic growth. It is felt that additional benefits from teaching SEL are a decrease
in behavior incidents, better communication in the building, less time spent working through
behavior incidents, and an overall better school climate. With proper training, school staff will
have an opportunity to create deeper relationships with their students and reduce their stress by
lessening the time and energy spent on managing behavior concerns. Teachers will better
understand their students’ needs, which will lead to better working conditions for all and ensure
that student needs are being properly met.
Additional Definitions
Special Education - The practice of educating students with physical, cognitive, and/or learning
disabilities. The education provided is structured to address the student’s individual differences
and needs. After President Gerald Ford signed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
in 1975, all individuals with disabilities were legally entitled to special education support and
services (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 2004). The Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was created as a result of this (IDEA, 2004). The Individuals
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with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates that all students, regardless of ability, get a
free and appropriate education (IDEA, 2004). Disability is a normal part of the human
experience, and it in no way impairs an individual's right to participate in or contribute to
society, according to the law.
Emotional Behavior Disorder (EBD) - Students who meet the EBD evaluation criteria must
show a behavioral consistency or pattern of the following emotional and behavioral responses:
withdrawal or anxiety, depression, mood difficulties, or low self-worth, disordered thought
processes with unusual behavior patterns and atypical communication styles, aggression,
hyperactivity, or impulsivity (MDE, 2021d). These patterns of behavior must have a negative
impact on the student's intrapersonal, academic, occupational, and social skills development and
performance (MDE, 2021d).
Other Health Disabilities (OHD) - The category of other health disabilities (OHD) includes a
wide range of chronic and acute health issues (MDE, 2021e). Medication, treatments, therapies,
and/or frequent hospitalizations are common in students diagnosed with OHD, and they might
impede the student's ability to learn and function (MDE, 2021e). Because of the wide range of
diseases that OHD might represent, the writer will focus on attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) when exploring the effects of social-emotional learning in OHD.
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) - Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) is a common childhood psychiatric disorder with symptoms of inattention, impulsivity,
and hyperactivity that can affect a student's academic and behavioral performance. ADHD has a
hereditary and neurochemical base (Singh & Squires, 2014). Over half of children with ADHD
also have a comorbid disorder affecting their mental, emotional, or behavioral well-being. Many
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of these people are treated with medication and/or behavioral therapy, which qualifies them for
the designation of Other Health Disabilities (OHD). (MDE, 2021e; Danielson et al., 2018).
Functional Behavior Assessment (FBA) - An FBA is a process used to gather details about
events that predict and maintain a student's problem behavior.
Vulnerable/At-Risk Students - Vulnerable students are students who are in foster care,
involved in the juvenile justice system, receiving special education services, recent immigrants,
homeless, low socioeconomic status, emotionally traumatized, or are facing behavioral health
issues, and students deemed at-risk of school failure as identified by a dropout early warning data
system or other assessment. Vulnerable Children and Youth are students who often encounter
challenges in receiving quality and equitable education.
Traumatic Stress - Child traumatic stress occurs when children and adolescents are exposed to
traumatic events or traumatic situations and when this exposure overwhelms their ability to cope
with what they have experienced (such as school shootings, gang-related violence in the
community, natural disasters, serious accidents, sudden or violent loss of a loved one, physical or
sexual assault)
Further Information About the Thesis
The writer of this thesis conducted an action project utilizing strategies learned with
social/emotional learning interventions, communication, and problem-solving skills. This project
aimed to decrease negative student behavior in unstructured settings, while building actiondriven leaders with the common goal of creating a more positive learning environment and
classroom for all. Finally, this writer will explore the positive impacts of this project and its
impact on students' abilities during structured and unstructured times/settings.
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Rationale for Self-Regulation
School-wide interventions that develop positive social skills are most effective when
aimed at students who are academically prepared for school but require assistance and guidance
in dealing with complex relationships and behavioral expectations (George et l., 2007). More
intensive treatments can be provided for students who require greater social and emotional
support. Students' academic achievement depends on their ability to self-regulate. There is also
evidence that self-regulation affects students' writing outcomes. "Studies also found that kids
who used self-regulation tactics effectively sought help from peers, instructors, and parents more
frequently and learned more than students who did not" (Zimmerman, 2008). When students are
able to self-regulate, they are less reliant on outside influences. This is critical in today's general
education classrooms, as teachers must help students with a wide variety of needs.
Self-regulation successfully taught to an entire general education classroom may enable
students to become independent and self-sufficient, allowing them to regulate their behaviors
without the help of others (Rafferty, 2010). For students who require special education services,
this is critical. Self-regulation is a goal that is necessary for both special education students and
general education students (Daly & Ranalli, 2003). Self-regulation is not limited to a single
group of people but may be applied to students from a range of educational settings. Teaching
self-regulation has various advantages, according to Moxley (as cited in Daly & Ranalli, 2003).
The following are some of these benefits: a) Providing students with a clear picture of improved
social or academic behavior that motivates both the student and the teacher. b) Gives students
rapid feedback. b) Student participation promotes change. d) Encourages parents to communicate
with their children. e) There is no peer comparison or competitiveness in self-regulation. f) Self-
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regulation necessitates the completion of extra tasks such as counting, categorizing, interpreting,
and reading.
For K–12 students, SEL has a positive and long-term influence (Taylor et al., 2017).
Collaboration for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) and collaborators
concluded that school-based, universal social-emotional learning (SEL) interventions benefit
students from kindergarten to high school in a follow-up to their breakthrough 2011 metaanalysis. The outcomes of over 97,500 kids in 82 schools were reviewed in this meta-analysis,
which was published in July 2017. The impacts were assessed six months to 18 years after the
program concluded. Based on research that examined academics, the study found that students
fared much better academically 3.5 years after their last SEL intervention than their peers in
control groups by an average of 13 percentile points. Additionally, researchers discovered that
students who had SEL exposure had significantly fewer conduct issues, emotional discomfort,
and drug usage than those who did not. According to the study, students demonstrated significant
beneficial advantages one year after the intervention, regardless of ethnicity, socioeconomic
background, or school location. This research implies that SEL interventions can help students
from various family circumstances and geographical locations develop positively (Taylor et al.,
2017).
High-quality social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, both inside and outside the
classroom, help students in the short and long term (Durlak et al., 2010; Taylor et al., 2017).
Positive social behavior, academic performance, fewer conduct problems, less emotional
distress, and reduced drug use have all been linked to school-based SEL programs (Taylor et al.,
2017). Out-of-school-time (OST) SEL programming is linked to enhanced self-perceptions,
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increased school bonding, improved social behaviors, better grades, higher school attendance
rates, and fewer problem behaviors in children (Durlak et al., 2010).
According to research, both in-school and out-of-school SEL programs are beneficial on
their own (Durlak et al., 2010; Taylor et al., 2017). However, research suggests that when
children are exposed to SEL programs in both in-school and out-of-school settings, and when the
SEL programs are aligned in content that presents children with a set of consistent adult
expectations, SEL interventions may be even more effective (National Research Council and
Institute of Medicine, 2002; Greenberg et al., 2003; Pittman et al., 2001). Scholars and
practitioners in the fields of OST and SEL have long called for better-coordinated approaches to
SEL (Greenberg et al., 2003; Pittman et al., 2001).
Therefore, this thesis will focus on providing information to address the following
questions:
Thesis Question(s):
1. What are the positive impacts of social-emotional learning implementation for
vulnerable/at-risk students?
2. What impacts does the teaching of social and emotional learning have on students with
disabilities in unstructured settings?
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Thesis Information Research Process
The research was derived from the Bethel University library search engines such as
ERIC, EBSCO, Academic Search Premier, and Google Scholar. In addition, the articles were
discovered using search terms such as: “Social and Emotional Learning,” “Emotion Regulation,”
and “Self-regulation.”
Defining Social Emotional Learning and its Development in Education
Teachers' primary but underdeveloped role is to prepare students to be successful
members of society. People are supposed to be responsible, respectful, accepting, and supportive
of one another in the United States. It is considered that students automatically know how to be
and do certain things or that they learn them at home. These qualities are far too crucial to be
taken for granted. Often, students need to be taught how to represent these characteristics in a
formal setting (Richardson et al., 2009).
History of Social and Emotional Learning
All areas of the school day include social and emotional learning (Heyward et al., 2020).
This training attempts to influence student behaviors by assisting them in detecting emotions,
setting goals, thinking from a different perspective, maintaining positive relationships, making
decisions, and resolving conflicts (McCormick et al., 2019).
The importance of social and emotional learning (SEL) in schooling cannot be
underestimated. When school-wide initiatives are focused on increasing academic achievement,
SEL is sometimes overlooked. Teachers struggle with the challenge of teaching children who are
socially or emotionally unable to learn.
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Students with disabilities are spending more time in general education classrooms as a
result of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004. Students who require intensive
social and emotional special education services are taught by general education teachers. For
example, a student may receive behavior help from a special education instructor for an hour yet
spend the other five hours of the day in a general education classroom. Many students who
require SEL, however, are not identified as having special needs. These students have not been
taught how to understand their emotions effectively or how to communicate with and understand
the emotions of others, even though they are not in special education (Elias, 2004). Teachers are
responsible for helping and coaching their sometimes-fragile students through emotional
experiences as SEL extends into general education classrooms (Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003).
According to the Collaboration for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL),
social-emotional learning interventions began with the goal of providing an education that
promotes all children's social, emotional, and intellectual development (CASEL, 2021). Dr.
James Comer and his Yale University Child Study Center colleagues evolved their concepts into
a school-based strategy to promote what they dubbed the "whole child" in 1968. This method
was later followed in the 1980s by two Connecticut-based schools, which saw a decrease in
student behavior issues and academic achievement scores that were higher than the national
average after implementing social and emotional interventions (CASEL, 2021). Between the
1980s and 1994, many researchers and developers expanded the concept of whole-person
education in schools to create new test groups. This bolstered and improved the school-based
technique for teaching social and emotional concepts to kids. It was dubbed "the missing piece in
education" at the time (CASEL, 2021). This approach was labeled social and emotional learning
in 1994, and it is currently defined as a collaborative practice that addresses a student's social and
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emotional needs. As social and emotional learning grew in popularity, it was seen as crucial to
not only education but also human growth. All adolescents and adults acquire and apply the
understanding and skills needed to develop healthy self-images, manage emotions, advance
personal and collaborative goal setting, and establish and maintain healthy relationships using
empathy and responsible and caring decisions in the social and emotional learning process
(CASEL 2021).
Universal social and emotional learning programs have been shown to have a good
influence on all students, independent of race, socioeconomic background, or school location
(Taylor et al., 2017; Cavioni et al., 2017). According to research, social-emotional abilities are
linked to improved well-being and academic accomplishment (O'Connor et al., 2014). Failure to
build such competencies through social-emotional learning, according to O'Connor et al. (2014),
predicts a variety of personal, social, and academic challenges.
Cohen (2006) defined SEL as a centuries-old process that began in Greece, Egypt, and
India. In these settings, education was first and foremost a social and then an academic process.
The ability of an environment to shape an individual was acknowledged, and the work of
knowing oneself was essential to education.
Moving on to the founding fathers' goal for citizens to recognize and follow democratic
principles, Cohen (2006) discussed the founding fathers' goal for citizens to understand and
follow democratic principles. These principles were first recognized and learned in classrooms.
In 1994, the term "social-emotional learning" was coined as a way to enhance mental health in
schools (Buchanan et al., 2009). Academic assessment has become more prominent in education
due to government pressure to improve academic performance, such as the No Child Left Behind
Act (No Child Left Behind, 2002). Social and emotional gains are not directly measured in
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assessments. The pressure on teachers to ensure that their kids pass standardized tests is
increasing (Carlsson-Paige & Lantieri, 2005). As a result, SEL has been pushed aside and
replaced by increased academic instruction.
Why Social and Emotional Learning is Essential
Though our society values the characteristics of responsibility, respect, acceptance, and
support, these attitudes are not always demonstrated. Due to changes in families and
communities, the danger of kids developing social and emotional problems is higher than ever.
Zins and Elias (2006) described how some students feel unsafe and unprotected. Significant
global issues such as foreign conflict, bad health habits and healthcare concerns, the failing
economy, and negative role models in leadership impact students on a daily basis (CarlssonPaige & Lantieri, 2005).
Students must also deal with societal concerns that arise on a personal level, in addition
to the looming global issues. Personal issues such as poverty, violence, and racism produce a
great deal of stress in students who cannot yet manage their emotions (Carlsson-Paige and
Lantieri, 2005). Changes in our society impact students in general education classes (Buchanan
et al., 2009). For these reasons, Zins and Elias (2006) argued that students now, more than ever,
require specific teaching and examples of what it means to be a good citizen.
Cultural shifts have led educational institutions to reconsider what they are doing to meet
the diverse requirements of the students they serve (Gunter et ail., 2012). In the United States,
fifteen to twenty-two percent of students required support for their social and emotional
development (Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003). This is a large percentage of students and is enough to
justify not removing them from their classrooms and depriving them of the social and emotional
support they require. This is particularly true because other students may not require help but
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could benefit from improving their social and emotional abilities. An extra twenty-five to thirty
percent of children in the United States have had difficulty adjusting to the stress of school
(Buchanan et al., 2009).
Process of SEL
Two essential processes are involved in SEL:
1. Emotional intelligence is the first component of SEL. The ability to comprehend and control
one's own emotions, as well as the emotions of others, is referred to as emotional intelligence
(Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003).
2. Social intelligence is a person's grasp of how, why, and when to employ social behaviors in
appropriate developmental, contextual, and cultural ways is referred to as social intelligence. As
a result, students should be taught, modeled, and practice social skills so that they are
comfortable with the abilities they are learning (Durlak et al., 2011).

If students lack age and developmentally appropriate social and emotional competencies,
social and emotional learning is critical. According to Yoder (2014), there are five competencies
required of primary school students. These characteristics are self-awareness, social awareness,
self-management, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. These are broad
categories that change as a learner grows older. The competencies are age-appropriate; for
example, self-awareness in a six-year-old differs from self-awareness in a sixteen-year-old.
These social and emotional skills, together with cognitive abilities, are required for success in
primary education (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012).
Each of these skills complements the others, especially in the early years, to provide a
positive school experience. Students with greater social skills are more likely to participate in
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activities, be accepted and loved by their peers and teachers, and receive more help and feedback
from their teachers (Denham & Brown, 2010). The purpose of SEL programs and curriculums is
to help people develop these skills. Improvement in these skills leads to improved academic
performance and more prosocial behavior (Durlak et al., 2011). According to Durlak et al.
(2011), schools are equally responsible for fostering students' social, emotional, and cognitive
development. Since these abilities are connected and build on one another, improving one
increases the abilities of the others (Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003).
With these concepts in mind, the definition of social-emotional learning (SEL) used in
this thesis is teaching students to practice social and emotional skills such as recognizing and
managing one's own emotions, effective problem-solving, and developing positive relationships.
This thesis will also discuss the implementation of the SEL process through specific
programming focusing on these areas. These three dimensions of SEL, as described by Zins and
Elias (2006), include Yoder's (2014) five social-emotional competencies. Still, they are more
comprehensive and include abilities that all students can benefit from learning.
Zins and Elias (2006) defined SEL as three social-emotional abilities. In order to
completely comprehend the term, these competencies must be dissected.
1. Recognizing and Managing One's Own Emotions is a skill that can be learned. The
principles of self-awareness and self-management are used to recognize and manage one's own
emotions. Many students, not only those in special education, lack a well-developed language to
express their emotions. This makes it difficult for individuals to express and understand their
feelings as well as the feelings of others (Elias, 2004). Students will not be able to maintain selfcontrol or manage their emotions unless they comprehend what they are feeling. Teachers can
help students understand their emotions by teaching nonverbal communication skills and guiding
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them through emotional situations (Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003). Throughout the school day,
students with learning disabilities or mental health issues may feel strong emotions for various
reasons. These emotions take students' attention away from their academics long before they
become visible, allowing others to support them in processing their emotions. Social-Emotional
Learning teaches students to detect these feelings so they can deal with them effectively right
away rather than allowing their feelings to distract them from their schoolwork. When a teacher
acknowledges and accepts a student's feelings, the student learns that experiencing strong
feelings is normal. At the same time, this awareness places a duty on students to monitor and
regulate their emotions correctly (Elias, 2004). Students learn that they have control over their
emotions and can make social decisions as a result of social skills teaching. This promotes selfadvocacy by encouraging a positive sense of self (Richardson et al., 2009). Students who are
better able to control their emotions are more likely to concentrate on academic subjects and be
more productive students. This part of SEL also encourages people to be aware of their own
strengths and flaws. Knowing one's strengths and finding ways to apply those strengths in the
classroom assists students in achieving more success and enjoying their academic work. Students
are better equipped to work on their flaws once they recognize and are confident in their
strengths. This knowledge is crucial for students with learning disabilities and other students
(Elias, 2004).
2. Creating and Maintaining Positive Relationships. After learning to identify and
manage their own emotions, students can use social-emotional learning to help them identify the
emotions of others. Students begin to develop empathy if they are able to recognize the feelings
of others (Gunter et al., 2012). Understanding what people are thinking or feeling is essential for
building strong relationships. Students who can empathize with others' feelings are more likely
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to succeed academically and socially (Denham & Brown, 2010). The most effective SEL
programs teach students how to form relationships through social interactions while sticking to
various social rules and norms in different conditions (Gunter et al., 2012). SEL focuses on the
need for students to gain a better understanding of themselves. Students must be assured that
they are in a secure learning environment in order to feel at ease during this procedure. If
students are not in secure interactions with one another, they are unlikely to explore sensitive
issues such as self-awareness and responsible decision-making (Cohen, 2006). As a result, it is
critical that SEL involve the development of positive relationships.
3. Effective Problem-solving. Responsible decision-making is strongly linked to
effective problem-solving. Students are more likely to develop effective problem-solving
abilities if they can understand and regulate their emotions and analyze and engage with others.
If a student cannot figure out what a peer is thinking or feeling, they are less inclined to try to
solve difficulties with that peer on their own. The ability to problem solve allows students to
choose from a variety of options in order to determine the best decision in a given situation.
When students are unable to address problems, they may respond without considering the
consequences of their actions.
Positive social behaviors such as high attendance, positivity, and academic
accomplishment have all been linked to SEL programs. As a result of SEL initiatives, negative
behaviors are reduced. Drug usage, violence, and bullying are examples of these behaviors
(Gunter et al., 2012). Stress, anxiety, and depression have all been found to be reduced by SEL
(Bracket et al., 2012).
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Social-Emotional Learning in the classroom
Although SEL training has existed in classrooms for a long time, it was just recently
made explicit. Students' social-emotional standards and expectations are still lacking in most
states. Teachers are rarely trained in teaching social skills. However, there is an expectation that
schools will assist students in becoming responsible community members (Cohen, 2006). Cohen
(2006) discussed many SEL ideas from several fields, each of which finds two processes that
promote academic performance and personal growth. The two processes include having positive,
safe, caring school and home environments and having a cohesive kindergarten through high
school experience that incorporates healthy social-emotional connections and ethical training.
However, according to Cohen (2006), there is no perfect SEL educational technique that fulfills
the needs of all pupils. Instead, teachers must know their students well enough to understand
what they need to learn so that they may receive instruction that is appropriate for them.
Educator Perspective
Teachers have long recognized the importance of creating socially responsible, happy,
and healthy students and have worked to include this development in their teaching practices.
Teachers have battled with the difficulties of establishing how to teach students about the growth
of their happiness because happiness is a complex topic (Cohen, 2006). When students are
responsible, joyful, and healthy, the instructor and the learning environment form harmony.
Teachers who work with children who are more motivated to learn and have better behavior have
less stress, greater job satisfaction, and better student outcomes. These educators are also more
self-assured. Students who work with happy and confident teachers are more likely to succeed
academically (Collie, Shapka, and Perry, 2012).
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Support Throughout the School
George et al. (2007) discussed the effectiveness of school-wide positive behavior support
initiatives in improving student behaviors on a broad scale. They emphasized the necessity of a
collaborative approach to problem-solving in order to meet students' needs. The universal level is
the first level. This support is aimed at academically successful students who require guidance as
they navigate complex social systems. The second level of assistance is for students who require
more specific and intensive assistance than what they receive at the first level. Students who
have not been successful with the first or second level of support and display significant behavior
difficulties are qualified for the third level of treatment.
According to Zins and Elias (2006), prevention and promotion strategies help the largest
number of students. When behavior problems are minimized, they indicate how social and
emotional competency is built. Teachers who can implement prevention and promotion strategies
for all children in their classes can provide early assistance for students who would otherwise
require more intensive intervention or treatment. These early intervention programs promote the
development of healthy habits to address all students' social and emotional needs. This is
particularly important since kids with social problems not only prohibit themselves from
learning, but they also prevent their peers from learning (Buchanan et al., 2009).
Classroom Environment
Social-Emotional Learning, according to Collie et al. (2012), influences student outcomes
and, more crucially, has the ability to influence teacher outcomes. It is commonly known that
teaching is a demanding profession. Concern about conduct and discipline and stress about
workload are two major sources of stress for teachers. According to Collie et al. (2012), teachers
who are comfortable with SEL experience less stress from student behavior and report higher job
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satisfaction. The instructor can spend more time on instruction and less time on classroom and
behavior control if students have more internal drive and are more responsive to their teacher. It
has been proven that teachers like their professions better when they are able to spend more time
teaching and seeing their students make academic progress. Teachers who are stressed as a result
of negative student behavior, on the other hand, report lower work satisfaction and less
confidence in their teaching skills (Collie et al., 2012).
Teachers noticed a considerable boost in students' ability to manage their emotions after
they received SEL teaching in a research conducted by Gunter et al. (2012). Teachers should
attempt to create a classroom environment that allows students with and without disabilities to
form relationships and friendships. Teachers can help create this environment in the classroom
by being open and honest with their pupils about their lives and experiences. Students should feel
at ease discussing disabilities with one another (Richardson et al., 2009). In a climate where
students feel comfortable and confident, both teachers and students are more productive.
Community and Climate Around Schools
SEL has an impact on classroom performance and the ability of teachers to give highquality academic instruction. It also has an effect on the school's climate. After teachers, parents,
students, and administrators work to understand what students need socially and emotionally, a
positive school climate can emerge. The team must figure out what works and what does not at
the school. The needs of the staff and students are examined in a positive environment, and a
plan is developed to address the students' SEL needs (Cohen, 2006).
Cohen (2006) discussed the importance of school climate in terms of self-esteem, self-concept,
and academic accomplishment for children. Numerous factors influence school climate, but the
overarching goal is to establish a safe, caring, and responsive environment. Students can learn
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more effectively, and educators can teach more effectively in this environment. SEL fosters an
environment that encourages academic success. As a result, SEL and climate have a give-andtake connection, as they positively or negatively impact one another. According to Zins and Elias
(2006), this interaction is reciprocal and interdependent. A healthy school climate promotes SEL,
and SEL promotes a positive school climate.
Impact of the Family and Community Members
Denham and Brown (2010) emphasized the importance of the interactions of all relevant
people in the student’s life in SEL. To achieve the greatest SEL success, teachers, parents,
community members, government representatives, and all other caregivers and adults in the
child's life must all deliver a consistent message. Identify variables that have effectively
sustained school-wide positive behavior support systems, according to George et al. (2007). The
unified agreements were the first thing discovered in all the schools. Teachers, staff, and other
stakeholders all agreed on desired behaviors and modeled them for students. If the administration
is on board, the chances of a successful SEL program implementation improve (Schultz et al.,
2010).
According to multiple studies, SEL programs are most effective when parents and
community members, rather than simply school employees, are invited to interact with students
on social skills and emotional development (Richardson et al., 2009; Zins & Elias, 2006;
Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). Support from parents and the community throughout the
planning, implementation, and evaluation process lays the groundwork for schools to create a
well-balanced SEL environment.
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A school's climate is influenced by a variety of elements, including the connections
between administration, instructors, staff, and students (Collie et al., 2012). The school
environment is mostly determined by the quality of teaching and learning that takes place, as
well as the interactions and collaboration between all staff and students. The school climate is
felt by everyone involved in teaching and learning there. According to Collie et al. (2012), each
individual's function and relationships influence how they perceive the climate. Teachers'
perceptions of school atmosphere are a significant determinant of their job satisfaction and
capacity to perform successfully.
Impact on Academics
High academic accomplishment can be achieved in classrooms that are socially and
emotionally competent. Students who are unable to manage their emotions are unable to
concentrate on their studies (Kress & Elias, 2006) . Academic achievement is enhanced by a safe
learning environment and proactive classroom management through social-emotional
development (Durlak et al., 2011).
Because learning takes place in a social setting, students' learning is most successful
when they can understand themselves, communicate with others, and make appropriate
judgments. Because they are not expending energy on practicing these social interactions,
students who are able to accomplish these things without much effort have more resources to
devote to studying. Students can focus on academic development when they are in healthy social
contexts (Denham and Brown, 2010).
Weissberg and Cascarino (2013) discussed the everyday social interactions and decisions
that students face. These actions impact students' learning as well as their classmates' learning.
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Successful students can deal with their social and emotional situations quickly and
independently, allowing them to focus on studying in the classroom.
Special Education Versus General Education
It is hard to talk about SEL without mentioning special education children's social and
emotional requirements. Many students in general education classrooms require social-emotional
teaching. Some of these students have been identified as requiring special education, but the
majority have not (Elksnin & Elksnin, 2003).
Elias (2004) outlined how Social-Emotional Learning has evolved from being taught in a
special education setting or not at all to being taught to all children. Every student has the right to
receive instruction from a general education teacher that is appropriate for their grade level. As a
result, many children with disabilities now spend the majority of their school days in general
education classrooms. This provides opportunities for genuine peer interaction and community
building. Because of the time they spend in their regular education classroom, students receiving
special education services are more impacted by their connections with the instructor and peers,
as Pavri and Monda-Amaya (2001) pointed out.
These students also lack the skills and knowledge to seek adult assistance in problemsolving and peer relationships (Pavri & Monda-Amaya, 2001). In the past, this meant that kids
had to either be pulled away from their peers to receive social skills education elsewhere or not
receive any social skills instruction at all and hope that the student could learn suitable skills as
shown by peers. The difficulty with this strategy is that practically all students lack the ability to
be positive peer role models all of the time, and expecting them to do so is unrealistic. Even if
general education students are capable of taking on that duty, children with learning difficulties

27

must comprehend why they are being ordered to act in a certain way. They must be able to tell
the difference between when to use and when not to use that skill. The issue of small details in
behavior that a student observing another student could miss should also be examined (Elias,
2004).
Students with disabilities have been and should be included in general education
classrooms, according to Richardson et al. (2009), but their friendships with peers in their classes
need to be improved. They feel that students without disabilities, like students with disabilities,
require social skills teaching since they often do not know how to communicate with their peers.
Social-emotional learning benefits students who lack social skills the most; however,
Gunter et al. (2012) found that all students benefited from engaging in a SEL program. Schoolwide interventions, according to Durlak et al. (2011), are generally successful for all kids. This
study recommended that all students should receive instruction and that each student should be
able to apply it at a level that is appropriate for them. Social-Emotional Learning programs that
directly link academic learning and Social-Emotional Skills are most successful for students with
disabilities (Elias, 2004).
Current Practices
For students to self-regulate their behavior, they will need self-management tools.
Learning skills (observation), using these skills (imitation), internalizing them (self-control), and
finally employing them adaptively (self-regulation) are all part of self-regulation competency
(Schunk & Zimmerman, 1997). The following is a list of tools that are now being taught and
used successfully by students of various grade levels and abilities (Rafferty, 2010).
Zones of Regulation
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Students must be able to recognize the intensity of their emotions and use the proper
approach to help them self-regulate those emotions before they obstruct their desired personal
goals. "Zones of Regulation" is a curriculum designed to help kids develop self-regulation skills.
The curriculum's lessons and learning activities are intended to help students detect when they
are in different Zones (states of alertness/moods). Learning activities also focus on how to
convey sentiments, particularly when emotions are heightened, and help students figure out what
works best for them in terms of self-regulation.
● Blue Zone: Feeling down, depressed, sad, sick, weary
● Green Zone: Feeling good, calm, alert, ready to learn
● Yellow Zone: Feeling anxious, worried, tense, nervous, thrilled, losing some control
● Red Zone: Feeling angry, explosive, frightened, elated, loss of control
When students determine what mood they are in or how they feel as they approach a zone, they
are given tools to help them self-regulate their behavior. Sensory supports, soothing tactics, and
thinking strategies are examples of self-regulating strategies that can be taught (Kuypers, 2011).
The curriculum seeks to teach kids when and why they need a break, known as self-regulation.
Students are taught to notice when they are becoming upset or losing control (moving to a
different zone) and to take a pause to reflect, regroup, and return to productive learning (Mercier,
2014). Kuypers' "Zones of Regulation" curriculum introduces students to increased vocabulary
of emotional terms, skills in reading facial expressions, perspective taking skills on how others
see and react to behavior they see, awareness of events that may trigger a behavior, calming and
attentive strategies, and other problem-solving skills.
Second Step
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Second Step is a holistic approach to building supportive communities for every child
through social-emotional learning. Second step provides SEL for early learners, elementary
school, middle school, high school, adult learners, and “out of school time” (before school, after
school, etc).
Second Step Early Learning is shown to significantly increase executive function, which
leads to kindergarten readiness. Executive function, a set of foundational cognitive skills, is
strongly linked to young students’ kindergarten readiness and academic success. Findings from a
recent randomized control trial indicated that participation in Second Step Early Learning leads
to significant increases in preschoolers’ executive function. Growth in preschoolers’ executive
function subsequently predicted gains in students’ pre-academic skills and on-task behavior,
which predicted their kindergarten readiness (Wenz-Gross, 2018).
Second Step middle and high school's primary purpose is to provide students with the
skills, information, and perspectives necessary to navigate adolescence effectively. Students'
cognitive capacities, such as abstract thinking and moral reasoning, grow during early
adolescence (Steinberg, 2007). Students are predisposed to be highly sensitive to their classmates
and experience an elevated intensity of emotions during this developmental phase (Steinberg,
2007). Peer disputes can occur as a result of this potentially unpredictable combination,
disrupting the educational environment, interfering with learning, and causing emotional
discomfort. Second Step Middle School and High School teaches students the skills, information,
and mindsets they need to better understand and interact with their peers and avoid and resolve
problems. Additionally, the curriculum encourages social interaction and a growth mindset (the
belief that intelligence can be developed). These abilities and mindsets work together to create
positive classroom and school climates, which are essential for academic and social success.
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Second Step Out-of-School Time (OST) introduces children and facilitators to socialemotional learning concepts and research-based practices. Second Step Out-of-School Time is
closely aligned with Second Step Elementary and is based on the same core research foundation,
but it differs from the elementary school program in areas that accommodate the needs of OST
providers. Out-of-School Time is separated into four units.
● Foundational Unit: Community Building.
● Unit 1: Growth Mindset & Goal Setting
● Unit 2: Emotion Management
● Unit 3: Empathy & Kindness
Despite the fact that the units are designed to be used in order, each one relies on and supports
the others in unique ways. Positive communities, for example, support intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and cognitive aspects of SEL through regular adult and peer modeling (Lipsett,
2011; Wyman et al., 2010), and strong emotion management or emotion-regulation skills have
been linked to goal setting (Liff, 2003) and empathy (Wyman et al., 2010) (Bengtsson &
Arvidsson, 2011). As a result, facilitators need to reinforce previous learning and create explicit
links between topics on a regular basis.
Positive Intervention Behavior and Support (PBIS)
There have been numerous definitions of PBIS throughout the last thirty years. "Positive
intervention behavior support (PBIS) is a method for promoting quality of life and eliminating
problem behaviors that hinder adapted and desired lifestyles," according to Kincaid et al. (2016).
PBIS is a behavior support method that entails a continuous process of research-based
evaluation, intervention, and data-driven decision-making aimed at improving social and other

31

functional competencies, establishing supportive environments, and preventing problem
behaviors (Kincaid et al., 2016).
This framework gives a good way to talk about behavior by using a common language
that children, families, and teachers can understand. This shared language also aids in speedier
learning and comprehension of information and a better understanding of what is expected in all
aspects of the educational environment with greater consistency. A matrix is used by schools to
explain particular behaviors that they want their students to master by describing what it takes to
satisfy those goals in various situations throughout the day (Carter & Pool, 2012). These matrices
can be found throughout the school to remind teachers to utilize common language and spot
pupils who are doing well.
Social Thinking
Teaching Social Skills is not the same as teaching Social Thinking. When we interact
with other people, we go through a thought process known as Social Thinking. How we think
about people influences our behavior, which affects how others respond to us, which impacts our
own feelings (Garcia Winner, n.d.). The 'reason' behind applying the abilities is addressed in
Social Thinking. With Social Thinking, a tool called Social Behavior Mapping is utilized to
understand behaviors and consequences. Teaching a student to make eye contact is an example.
A student will learn to look at the speaker's eyes in a Social Skills course. This teaches the social
expectation, but it does not teach the student that maintaining the social relationship requires
focusing on the speaker. When can the student turn their attention to an object the speaker is
referring to, and how is it taught to capture that social connection? Students will learn to "think
with their eyes," "listen with their eyes," and that "looking equals thinking" using a Social
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Thinking approach. This teaching method may aid in the social development of students (Garcia
Winner, n.d.).
Whole-Class Monitoring
Both general education and special education benefit from self-regulation. Whole-class
self-monitoring is a strategy for increasing self-control in at-risk students with the entire class
(McIntyre, n.d.). Because of conversations and modeled conduct, whole-class self-monitoring
builds relationships. The same behavioral checklist and graphing methods used in individual
self-monitoring are employed in whole class self-monitoring, with the addition of a brief
discussion opportunity for students to discuss the behaviors. Whole-class monitoring uses a
tracking sheet and a timer that sounds at regular intervals. The advantage of whole-class selfmonitoring is that no student is picked out for special attention. This approach is not meant to be
a long-term solution. Students can review their behavior independently without a reminder using
a combination of praise, honest self-reporting, and proper group engagement and become role
models and mentors for peers who are still learning the skill (McIntyre, n.d.).
Best Practices
Children that have learned the skill to self-regulate can do this without being accountable
to someone. In this way, self-regulation is different from obedience or compliance. Children that
are able to self-regulate can suppress their impulsive behavior, consciously thinking through the
positive and negative consequences of their choices and considering the action that would be
most appropriate (Bodrova & Leong, 2015). Though there is no perfect SEL technique, the best
practices for SEL instruction are listed below.
1. Direct Instruction in a Safe Environment. Research study findings have shown that
direct social-emotional instruction can help students make social, emotional, ethical, and
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academic gains (Cohen, 2006). Students should have the chance to engage in problem-solving on
their own and in community with one another as part of their Social-Emotional Learning
programs. They must be able to comprehend why they are being directed to act a certain way in
order to comprehend and act out the directions. It is also important to teach students how to
recall what they have learned (Elias, 2004). Students must be clearly taught how to understand
and regulate their feelings and how to respond appropriately to their own and others' feelings
through social-emotional learning programs that take place in a secure atmosphere (Gunter et al.,
2012). Zins and Elias (2006) emphasized the significance of learning taking place in a wellmanaged, safe, and loving setting. The setting must be appropriate for the message being sent.
2. Active Learning. Effective SEL encourages students to put what they've learned into
practice (Gunter et al., 2012). It would be ideal if it included games and activities such as roleplaying (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). Students must have the opportunity to practice and apply
SEL skills in social situations both inside and outside of the classroom once they have been
taught these skills. Students are more likely to grasp and apply their knowledge in difficult reallife situations if they have more opportunities to practice their new skills (Zins & Elias, 2006).
3. Cohesive and Consistent. Social skills instruction should take place daily. It should be
intentional, and skills should be taught in context. Throughout the day, the SEL instructor must
be willing and able to model the abilities (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). To make measurable
progress, kids in kindergarten through twelfth grade should get thirty minutes or more of SEL
teaching per week (Gunter et al., 2012). The long, sluggish course of developing socialemotional processes was described by Carlsson-Paige and Lantieri (2005). Children observe how
others interact with one another, and their new experiences add to their existing knowledge. The
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importance of a unified SEL curriculum from preschool to high school was described by
Weissberg and Cascarino (2013).
4. Balanced Opportunities. Zins and Elias (2006) stress the importance of providing
students with a variety of SEL opportunities. They warn against focusing too much on a single
topic, such as conflict resolution, because this will not meet the needs of all students. The role of
a classroom teacher is to empower all of the children in the classroom, not just those that require
more assistance. Students' abilities to be positive community members in all areas, not just in
academic environments, are affected by their social and emotional skills. SEL can help people
avoid antisocial behavior and become more effective members of their communities (CarlssonPaige & Lantieri, 2005).
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CHAPTER III: APPLICATION OF RESEARCH
This chapter will discuss the rationale and procedure for the “Bus Captain Leadership
Initiative” implemented in my elementary school in reaction to our bus conduct and school
climate issue. I will detail the positive effects of our implementation of SEL and problem-solving
skills in unstructured settings for vulnerable (low-income, broken families, trauma, special
education) students and students receiving special education services (primarily disability focus
of EBD and OHD/ADHD). Finally, I will discuss the full circle impact I feel as I now work in
the high school setting with a similar demographic and find the same self-regulation and
emotional issues in unstructured settings. Throughout this thesis, there has been a specific focus
on vulnerable students and students receiving special education services and the direct
correlation to a positive school/classroom environment. This is where emotions and selfregulation issues are addressed and interventions are put in place through social and emotional
learning.
The Problem
As Dean of Students, Behavior Intervention Teacher, and Special Education (EBD)
Teacher in the elementary setting, I was engulfed in behavior incidents, self-regulation issues,
bullying, physical and emotional damage, trauma, and mental health issues. This was especially
true when working in an inner city school with over 84% of students receiving free/reduced
lunch and a majority living in poverty. Many of our students could be considered vulnerable or
at-risk students because of several outside factors and limitations that prevented our students
from showing up on a daily basis feeling safe, supported, and well represented in an academic
setting. Students in vulnerable situations have fewer opportunities to teach and promote
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character-building and self-regulation skills in the home. Thus, putting more emphasis on the
teaching of such skills in the school setting.
The student body consisted of the following ethnic origins:
● African American - 44%

● Pacific Islander - 18%

● Asian - 3%

● White - 20%

● Hispanic - 18%

● Specified as two + races

● American Indian - 9%

As deemed by statewide standardized testing scores, our school was considered a
“failing” school. Ranking worse than 95% of elementary schools in Minnesota. We were scoring
below the 5th percentile in statewide performance compared to other schools in the state. We
knew our students were better than this. We also knew that our students were impacted by
various outside factors affecting their ability to perform well academically. It was essential for us
to break down all situations and consider the daily barriers that our students were facing just to
get to school on top of preparing themselves for academic learning/assessments. Our staff was
forced to take a deeper look into creative solutions to better serve our student body and create a
safe and comfortable environment. This triggered me into action as I saw how our unstructured
bus situation was negatively impacting our building and learning environment.
Over 90% of our students utilized district busing as their main source of transportation to
and from school each day. These buses were overcrowded, leaving students packed in tight
situations and fending for themselves. This situation can produce a high-stress environment with
minimal supervision resulting in physical and/or emotional abuse, bullying, etc. Bullying can
have long-term mental and physical health problems for all kids involved, even those who
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merely watch it. Although some research suggested that the efficiency of anti-bullying programs
decreases as students progress through adolescence (Yeager et al., 2015), there is evidence that
universal social-emotional learning (SEL) programs can reduce bullying in elementary and
middle schools (Espelage et al., 2013, 2015; Green et al., 2019). Research showed that creating
prosocial attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors regarding bullying and harassment in early
adolescence helped reduce the likelihood of kids becoming victims or perpetrators of physical
and sexual violence later in life.
When these scenarios occur, students' ability to arrive at school in a safe and focused
mindset where they are ready to learn is harmed. If students lack the necessary skills to
communicate and/or regulate their emotions successfully, these situations can become even more
tense. If students do not have a safe and comfortable means to get to and from school, they are
more likely to have a negative start to the day and remain fixated on the fear and anxiety that
comes with end-of-day transportation. I found that our students who were harassed and/or bullied
on a bus spent most of their day worried about getting on the bus to go back home, distracting
themselves from the learning in their academic setting during the school day. At the same time,
the students who were causing the issues on the bus were spending a large amount of time
working with staff to resolve the issue, fulfilling consequences that took them away from the
classroom, and/or fearing repercussions from their parent(s) or guardian(s) at home. Staff
members became much more reactionary and much less proactive when attempting to resolve the
problems that arose on the bus. The adverse effects that began to spill into the school building
negatively impacted our school climate and safe places for learning. Our school building dealt
with anywhere from three to ten bus referrals per bus, while we had eight buses in rotation.
Meaning we could see anywhere from 24 to 80 bus referrals daily as our students arrived at
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school. This was an unsustainable situation and was truly only what was reported by our drivers,
who were focused on driving the school bus. I had to imagine much more was occurring than
was reported. Many students were ramped up with fear, anxiety, and frustration as they walked
into their classrooms. Students would shut down, act out, seek out attention (positive or
negative), release their aggression and feelings inappropriately, and be distracted from learning.
Students did not trust that their driver was there to help them. Our drivers had poor relationships
with students, students felt mistreated, and our staff members constantly prosecuted students to
get details of incidents. To make the situation more difficult, the students were pre-K-5th grade
students who lived in poverty, rode overcrowded buses, and lacked emotional regulation.
In my professional role, the amount of time it took to deal with bus contact issues was
immense and counterproductive to a proactive, positive school climate approach. I found myself
being much more reactive with my students. I spent most, if not all, of my days interviewing
students, problem-solving, restoring relationships between peers, communicating with guardians,
reporting back to teachers and administration, and setting up situations to reduce the number of
bus incidents. I found our students were not in a good mindset to learn and spent too much time
being pulled from classes to deal with these incidents. Students felt hurt and anxious with an
inability to perform academically, fearing what would happen next, and were not able to focus
on the academic tasks at hand.
The Plan
We needed to do a lot to meet our students' needs in several areas. I planned to attack the
issues that started on the bus and, seemingly, had a major effect on our school building. In doing
so, I would create a leadership initiative to identify potentially influential students and train them
in social skills, self-regulation, problem-solving, and identifying and managing emotions. I
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would use the social and emotional learning tools I used in my special education classes along
with what our school district provided in a more intensive and focused process. My thought was
if I could create positive leaders who have the proper tools and knowledge to stay calm,
problem-solve and impact our buses, it would assist drivers in safe transportation and create a
healthier and happier environment on the bus. All of this in hopes to positively impact our
students' mental health and ability to arrive at school feeling safer and ready to learn. Below I
have detailed the phases in which I implemented the bus captain leadership initiative.
Phase One - I physically rode each school bus until a majority of the students were
dropped off. These routes usually consisted of 30-45 minutes on the bus before a few students
remained, and the driver could monitor the behavior easily. While riding, I assisted the driver
with discipline and safety, identified the behavior that was negatively impacting our students'
ability to regulate emotions and perform in school, and saw the problems firsthand. During this
time, I connected with students and the driver to discover their perceptions of what was going on
and who/what was causing the most issues. This proved to open the minds of the drivers that the
school was supporting them and working to help solve the problem. My presence on the bus also
impacted our students. Some felt relief because they knew issues would be resolved, while others
got the sense that they would no longer be able to get away with negative behavior. I was
astonished by how crowded our buses were and was not surprised that so many issues were
happening on a daily basis. I could see that many of our students significantly lacked the ability
to communicate with each other effectively, identify and deal with their emotions, and could not
regulate themselves when they were upset or antsy and too wound up.
Phase Two - I established a team of our student support and behavior professionals to
assist with riding our buses and follow the procedures listed above. As a team, we arranged
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seating assignments for each bus that separated consistent issues and/or students who were
having problems with each other. We tried to pair younger students with older students and/or
siblings together in order to motivate the older students to use their words and influence the
younger children. Creating this “buddy system” between older and younger students helped
foster relationships, gave a sense of ownership to our older students, and started to create the safe
and welcoming community we were striving for. During this time, our staff built stronger
relationships with our older students and identified potential candidates for our leadership
initiative.
Phase Three - During this phase of the initiative, I began to build a curriculum based on
the Zones of Regulation, Second Step, PBIS, SEL, and problem-solving skills. I met with our
leaders two times per week to teach the curriculum, hold discussions, and guide our bus captains.
I also invited bus drivers in to meet with our leaders while they learned in order to see the
process and proactively creative strategies for bus safety action steps.
Within the Zones of Regulation curriculum, I primarily focused on identifying feelings,
communicating those feelings effectively, identifying triggers and outlets or “tools” to use when
these triggers presented themselves, and spent a lot of time discussing appropriate/expected
behaviors versus inappropriate/unexpected behaviors throughout several different settings and
situations.
From the Second Step curriculum, I used the scenario cards to initiate conversations and
model potential problems that could arise on the bus. We also discussed and defined key terms to
expand the knowledge of positive characteristics we were hoping to instill in our leaders and
spread to our other students. This created an open forum and community where leaders could
discuss problems and strategies with our staff and with each other, gaining tools from each other,
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finding new strategies, and seeking support with specific situations that our leaders have faced in
the past and/or thought they may see in the future. I was amazed at the effectiveness of this and
how much our students taught each other on top of the fact that they were gaining significant
confidence in discussing problems and seeking help from others.
By utilizing PBIS and social and emotional learning concepts, we created and promoted a
shared language consistent with what our students heard in their past and present schooling. This
was consistent with tools that our district provided for teachers and promoted a universal ability
to teach and promote positive behavior and appropriate prosocial skills. Utilizing these
curriculum pieces allowed us to cover many aspects of missing parts to the social and emotional
issues we were seeing. Our leaders felt a better understanding of what self-regulation meant and
why it was important. They were better able to understand their own triggers, and what may
trigger others, and they gained tools to assist them in moving their emotions and/or the emotions
of others from a heightened zone to a regulated and safe zone. Our leaders also gained solid
recognition for how to communicate with other students and with staff members. Positive
relationships were built, and students felt better about reporting issues and asking for assistance
when needed. I noticed a significant increase in the relationships between our leaders and their
drivers as many of our leaders were initially students causing the problems on the bus but had the
most influence on other students. This had an immediate impact on a decrease in write-ups on a
daily basis.
Phase Four - The final phase of this initiative was to honor and incentivize our bus
captain leaders with recognition and rewards for positively displaying the characteristics and
skill set they learned while having an impact on our buses, students and school building. I would
host social gatherings for the bus captains to thank them for their hard work and dedication. I
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invited administration, teachers, and support staff to participate in weekly meetings so they could
see the work that the students were doing and provide positive feedback on the impacts it was
making on their classes and in the building. My staff and I connected with drivers daily as the
buses arrived and checked on progress and effectiveness before they left. Another positive
impact of this plan was that drivers arrived at school in a much better mood and enjoyed their
routes with our students. They got off the bus and wished the students a good day, high-fives,
and shared smiles. They also arrived at our building early before dismissal in order to greet
students from outside of the bus as the students began to load the buses. Often, we saw our bus
captains and our drivers standing together and greeting the students. We watched the positive
outcomes happen in front of our eyes.
In being proactive and teaching character building, self-regulation, problem-solving, and
social/emotional skills, we were able to manipulate outcomes on the bus. Students were
incentivized to be leaders and played a significant role on the bus. Relationships with drivers
increased, bus conduct write-ups decreased, students arrived at school in a better place and were
more eager to learn, and students spent more time in class than out of class dealing with these
conduct issues. This led to an improved school climate and significant academic and social
growth.
Less issues were reported because drivers and leaders were now solving issues together.
Prior to the leadership initiative, small problems became large problems and led to more
problems on a daily basis. After the initiative, small problems stayed small as most were handled
appropriately during the route, and students felt supported by the time they arrived at school. My
role became more proactive with check-ins and short conversations with students. When issues
were reported, students knew the process and expected that there would be a conversation and a
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plan put in place. By the end of the school year, we saw less than three bus conduct reports per
bus weekly. Drivers and students arrived and left school feeling happy and supported. I was able
to make positive phone calls home to families instead of calling about negative issues. Some of
the students who served as leaders had little to no experience with phone calls home about
something positive. This began to impact relationships in the home and positively affect student
confidence and behavior on a level that I did not expect.
What Now
Currently, I work in a high school setting with a similar demographic. Many of my
students live in poverty with a lack of available/stable parenting. Students have the same selfregulation issues, issues identifying and communicating emotions, issues understanding triggers,
and how to offset those triggers. Our unstructured settings such as hallways during passing time,
the lunchroom, time away from school in the community, and to/from school on the buses are
where most of our issues stem from, negatively impacting our school climate and classroom
environments. As a current Special education teacher (EBD), Teacher on Special Assignment
(TOSA), and Head Football Coach, I utilize the same concept to build positive leaders with
students and athletes. I teach about expected versus unexpected behaviors, adding social tools
and identifying positive outlets, teaching self-regulation, and the importance of social and
emotional health. In doing so, the students and athletes that I work with now have become
leaders in our building and have been consistent in problem-solving during these unstructured
times. This has impacted our building, hallways, lunchrooms, buses, and community positively
and aided in our staff's ability to be proactive and ensure an environment in which students feel
safe, supported, and able to learn.
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CHAPTER IV: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
SUMMARY OF LITERATURE
In both structured and unstructured contexts, social and emotional learning interventions
are critical components of education. I can speak to the numerous benefits social and emotional
learning programs may bring to kids of varied capacities and in various situations based on my
personal experiences. Students can learn lifelong skills to help them develop their whole selves
by studying emotional regulation, self-control, problem-solving, connection development,
academic success, and responsible decision-making.
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) is a multidimensional concept that is linked with
academic learning. Academic achievement, teacher job satisfaction, and classroom atmosphere
are all tied to SEL (Denham and Brown, 2010). Student social-emotional competence influences
academic accomplishment, which influences classroom climate, which influences teacher job
satisfaction. According to the literature, SEL positively impacts all aspects of education when
teachers use it successfully through curriculum and proper training. Students learn best when
they are in community with their teachers and peers, so SEL is essential in general education
classes. Emotional control is a trait of focused and productive learners. Academic success, social
success, and personal well-being are all aided by SEL (Denham & Brown, 2010).
Utilizing concepts of Social Emotional Learning can lead to healthier, happier, and more
well-rounded individuals who will be better equipped to navigate the ups and downs of life and
take care of themselves in heightened emotional situations. SEL will also provide individuals
with skills and traits to impact their surroundings to create a safe and supported environment.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
The study's limitations helped in the development of implications for future research on
the topic of social and emotional learning in vulnerable students and/or students with disabilities.
The effect of the student environment on the impact of the social and emotional learning
program is the first piece that should be investigated further. Bierman and Sanders (2021)
indicated that social and emotional learning strategies are frequently used in a Tier 2 context,
which is a small group of people requiring special help. This setting may be more powerful than
Tier 1 general education programming, and it should be taken into account when reviewing data
on the interventions' impact (Bierman & Sanders, 2021).
A second area where further study is needed is to gain a better understanding of the group
of special education students who are receiving an intervention. According to McCormick et al.
(2019), underlying domains such as economic status would result in an entirely different
outcome for students. According to research, low-income children may have an entirely different
social and emotional learning experience than middle and high-income students (McCormick et
al., 2019). Whereas Lera-Miguel et al. (2016) stated that even with similar limitations, anything
as simple as the student's functional ability could have an impact on the socioemotional result.
Special education students have a wide variety of skills and functional capabilities. It can be
challenging to address a test group with similar functions and abilities, and further research is
needed for clear results.
More research on what specific sorts of support would best improve social and emotional
development in classrooms will benefit administrators and teachers. To ensure the correctness of
education, new teachers require extensive training, modeling, and ongoing assistance. School
administration can provide many different supports to teachers, but not all of them will be
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effective. A study evaluating the outcomes of various aids, such as modeling, observation, and
co-teaching, would help enhance social-emotional learning research.
Research comparing the social-emotional learning demands of urban, suburban, and rural
students would be a second possibility for future improvement in the subject of social-emotional
learning. The study's goal could be to see whether there are better ways to meet the demands of
each demographic or if the needs of different populations are similar.
Lastly, additional research on the impacts, outcomes, and ability to have
parents/guardians consistently echo the social and emotional learning common language in the
home would be beneficial. This would allow a look into what consistent training inside and
outside of school settings would look like and how that impacts a student's ability to navigate
unstructured settings, feel safe and secure in the building and be more focused in the academic
setting.

APPLICATION OF RESEARCH
Positive and supportive environments in and out of school can be impacted through the
implementation of interventions such as the bus captain leadership initiative I conducted in my
elementary school. We were able to affect outcomes on the bus by being proactive and teaching
character building, self-regulation, problem-solving, and social/emotional skills. Students were
encouraged to take the lead and played an important role on the bus. Relationships with bus
drivers improved, bus behavior write-ups reduced, children arrived at school in a better mood
and were more eager to learn, and students spent more time in class dealing with these conduct
concerns than they did outside of class. This resulted in a more positive school climate and
substantial academic and social advancement.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The development of a unified language for social skills standards would positively impact
the school climate. During Social Emotional Learning Instruction, combining special education
instructors, administrative personnel, behavior support team members, associate educators, and
student support staff with classroom teachers will help kids develop a shared vocabulary and
understanding of what they are learning about social skills. As students go from general
education to specialist classrooms and through the hallways, this relationship would present them
with more accountability outside of the classroom. Furthermore, this collaboration would hold
classroom teachers accountable for delivering instruction in the manner that was proposed.
Communication with families to supply detailed information about what students are
learning in terms of social and emotional education should be the minimum expectation for
community and family involvement. Educators should identify ways for families to support the
development of the specific social skill or attribute being taught when communicating with them.
Family and community members should be invited to participate in social and emotional
instruction with students as much as possible.
Finally, the implementation of specific initiatives to positively impact the school climate
while meeting the needs of the individual students should be considered on an individual school
basis. Especially in situations where the learning environment and social/emotional health have
been negatively impacted or lack the basic skills to navigate adversities.
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CONCLUSION
All children, especially those in special education and in vulnerable situations, benefit
from social and emotional learning. These programs can assist children in a variety of ways,
including socially, emotionally, behaviorally, and intellectually. Direct instruction is beneficial to
special education students because it fills in the gaps in their tailored education. Social and
emotional learning can also positively impact students in unstructured settings. Helping students
to regulate emotions, appropriately respond to difficult situations, and assist students' ability to
arrive feeling safe, secure, and ready to learn in an academic setting.
Teaching social and emotional learning in schools can have a lasting positive impact on a
school and learning environment. Self-control abilities are useful in all aspects of our lives,
including school, work, family, and social circumstances. Self-control is not dependent on the
presence of another person. Self-control differs from obedience or compliance in this way
(Leong & Bodrova 2015). Internal motivation is the most important source of motivation
(Schunk & Zimmerman, 1997). Self-regulation skills can be taught individually and in a large or
small group environment. It is essential that students comprehend why and how they might profit
from using the talent, as well as have the desire to acquire it.
The first step in learning self-regulation is to identify the desired behavior. The most
efficient way to acquire this information is to conduct a Functional Behavioral Assessment
(FBA). Self-regulation is typically most successful when a student concentrates on selfmonitoring one specific behavior at a time. Students' success has been proven to be enhanced by
graphing individual progress. Students are more likely to take ownership of their learning
process and have the flexibility to modify behaviors and adjust strategies for future performance
when they reflect on their own self-regulated learning process (Quince, 2013).
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